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CLIL Approaches in Education: Opportunities, 
Challenges, or Threats?
Enfoques de AICLE en la educación: ¿oportunidades,
desafíos o amenazas?




Education has always brought about challenges in society for as long as 
we can remember. However, when variables such as bilingualism or even 
focusing on content and language integration are added, what comes 
next is no mystery.  Many educators, regardless of their field, have come 
across many different hurdles in the classroom, from preschool to high-
er education. Nevertheless, they have always seemed to overcome these 
challenges through research, training, policy, creativity and plain old in-
novation. This does not come as a surprise, since the success of any nation 
is related to how educated their citizens are.  Nations invests enormous 
amounts of their GDP (1.6 % to 12.8%, according to the World Bank, 2016) 
on education and new policy in language development and even more on 
research. There is no set price on education; however, it would be much 
costlier to a nation if they did not invest in education, since it is a funda-
mental right that everyone has and it is of vital importance for the future 
of any country (Global Economic Symposium, 2012).
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Our world is constantly changing; hence, the importance of being 
able to respond to its demands is of utmost importance. There is an enor-
mous need to innovate and create, as well as apply new and/or different 
ways of doing things in every aspect of life, including education, which 
has evolved over the years and will continue doing so for years to come. 
This is why different approaches to learning have appeared (Coyle, 1999, 
2009; Deyrich & Kari Stunnel, 2014a), amongst them CLIL (content and 
language integrated learning), an approach which in its original concep-
tion was about teaching and learning not only language but also content. 
Nowadays people “need to learn a language to confront the demands of 
a new society; the studied language may provide a better status and the 
possibility to use it for different needs” (Rodriguez Bonces, 2012, p. 180). 
And what better way could there be to learn it than through a meaning-
ful, real, and contextualized approach such as CLIL? As Rodriguez Bonces 
(2012) suggests, CLIL increases motivation since “language is used to fulfill 
real purposes, its use is authentic and much more meaningful for the stu-
dents” (p. 183). This argument alone has provided many institutions with 
a viable option to look for something different in the classroom. 
In addition, when a second or foreign language is involved, the reci-
pe for education gets a bit more complicated, especially when the same de-
sired results are expected, using the same approaches and methodologies 
as before.  CLIL is no stranger to all of this, in that it brings together both 
content and language in hopes of providing educators with a real-time re-
sponse that is context driven, so that education in a second or foreign lan-
guage can be successful. 
CLIL PRINCIPLES
There are several ways CLIL could be defined; however, Temirova and 
Westall (2015) remind us that CLIL is “a pedagogical approach in which 
language and subject area content are learnt in combination. The generic 
term CLIL describes any learning activity where language is used as a tool 
to develop new learning from a subject area or theme” (p. 217). Or even a 
“dual focused objective would seem to be implying that CLIL kills two birds 
with one stone” Ball, (2002, p. 2).
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When institutions decide on implementing CLIL, there are sever-
al aspects that need to be taken into account, among them motivation, 
which plays a crucial part in this process. Darn (1996) posits that “natural use 
of language can boost a learner’s motivation towards learning languag-
es [….] Language is learnt more successfully when the learner has the op-
portunity to gain subject knowledge at the same time” (p. 4). However, it 
is very clear that the 4Cs, as discussed by Coyle, Hood and Marsh (2010), 
where there is once again a combination of content, cognition, communi-
cation, and culture (the 4Cs framework), thereby allowing students to not 
only experience significant learning but to gain a wider vision of the world 
in which they live. Therefore, it is no surprise that using an approach such 
as this can bring about many positive changes in the classroom—yet the 
changes do not come easy in terms of implementation.
CHALLENGES IN IMPLEMENTATION 
Implementation, regardless of the context and/or environment, does not 
come easy, and aside from the obvious factors such as time tables, qual-
ified teachers, budget, resources, there are other issues that also need to 
be dealt with that are often left out. This editorial focuses on 4 key issues 
that are seldom taken into consideration or even a topic of conversation 
among practitioners: (1) opposition to language teaching by subject teach-
ers, (2) experimental CLIL programs, (3) SLA skills needed by subject con-
tent teachers, and (4) lack of CLIL teacher-training programs.
Opposition to language teaching by subject teachers may come 
from language teachers themselves. Indeed, English teachers themselves 
are often the ones that put up a fight regarding non-language teaching 
professionals “invading” their language-teaching territory. This is an area 
in which both sides, language teachers and content teachers, clearly do 
not always see eye-to-eye, mainly because there is a lack of opportunities 
to collaborate in the curriculum. Woźniak (2013, p. 2) claims both types of 
teachers that are involved require further training on collaboration in or-
der to know how this process should be developed and improved to sup-
port and maintain an effective integration of both content and language. 
McDougald (2009) also argues that content specialists should be given 
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more opportunities in connection with language learning and teaching 
in order to successfully promote students’ language skills.
Teachers are much too concerned with trying to deliver individual, 
isolated “results”, without considering the whole or the overall learning pro-
cess.  If teachers were to lower their guard, and be much more open to new 
opportunities—including collaboration and team work—they all would 
be able to work towards a “vision of CLIL” in which institutional goals su-
persede individualized goals that both content and language teachers of-
ten strive to obtain. Ruiz Garrido and Gómez (2009) also remind us that 
all teacher training and collaboration activities within a given institution 
should be part of a global institutional strategy with clear objectives and 
recognition of the effort made by the parties involved. Cenoz (2013) and Ge-
noz, Genesee, and Gorter (2013) have also insisted that institutional goals 
are needed so that success across the board can be accomplished. 
EXPERIMENTAL CLIL PROGRAMS 
It is clear that a CLIL approach is very much “context driven”, in that there 
are a variety of ways for it to be delivered within the same institution. CLIL 
programs have been emerging throughout Colombia and Latin America 
in recent years.  Partly due to the CLIL trend in Latin America, institutions 
have been looking for new ways of managing bilingual programs, howev-
er claiming a “CLIL” approach as their own, without any real connection to 
this approach. CLIL implementations have been reported in approximately 
175 officially registered bilingual schools in Colombia in which more than 
50% of the subjects at the primary or secondary level are taught through 
English or through Spanish, French, Italian, or German (McDougald, 2015; 
Rodríguez, 2011).  However, although many of these educational institu-
tions claim to have some kind of a CLIL program, when asked about why 
they have chosen CLIL, or what is CLIL, or even about certain characteris-
tics of their program, one often receives answers that lead to the conclu-
sion that these are merely generic bilingual programs, offering English 
language instruction within the curriculum, that are using the term CLIL 
as a catch-all phrase because CLIL has become a buzzword in the lan-
guage-teaching community. 
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Science is all about experimenting, looking for new ways of doing 
things, coming up with new results—or even different results for that mat-
ter.  However, when the experimentation has concluded, there should be 
some type of documentation of the “lessons learned” so that others can pick 
up and have more success. Unfortunately, there has been little research on 
CLIL implementation in Latin America covering all aspects of implementa-
tion. However, there have been dozens of isolated CLIL endeavors focusing 
on issues such as teacher training (Deyrich & Kari Stunnel, 2014b; Hillyard, 
2011; Marsh, Mehisto, Wolff, & Frigols-Martín, 2011) or perceptions and ma-
terial design (Arnold, 2010; Dario Luis Banegas, 2012; Darío Luis Banegas, 
2016; Mehisto, 2012; Meyer, 2010). In a recent study conducted by Arribas 
(2016), the attitudes, motivation, and receptive vocabulary of two groups 
of students, one in a regular English class and the other in a CLIL class were 
evaluated. As has also been found in other studies, the students in the CLIL 
group scored higher in receptive vocabulary, apparently due to motiva-
tion; nevertheless, it was also found that CLIL was perceived as being of 
“little” or “very little help” (p. 15). Arribas concluded that the negative atti-
tude towards CLIL may have to do with the fact that the implementation 
thus far was “somewhat irregular in the school” (p. 21) and this may have 
had a negative effect on the students’ attitude.
LACK OF CLIL TEACHER-TRAINING PROGRAMS
What is being done to make and mold the ideal CLIL teacher that actually 
has the know-how needed to make CLIL programs successful? It is safe to 
say that teachers currently teaching in schools have already undertaken 
studies at the school and university levels at which the foreign language(s) 
to which they were exposed or that they acquired did not receive the neces-
sary attention needed in order to properly acquire that language. In many 
cases, these teachers were well versed in grammar aspects and may even 
have had to sacrifice their oral skills to comply with the different meth-
odologies then in use. Coonan (2011) claims that such situations result in 
“a large-scale teacher population without the language qualifications re-
quired for quality CLIL teaching” (p. 4). Nevertheless, such learned behavior 
is often recycled and repeated by these teachers in their own, current day-
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to-day teaching practices—so where does CLIL come in?  How are educa-
tors, universities, policy makers, and stakeholders going to bridge the gap 
so that pre- and in-service teachers can change their practices in prepa-
ration for the CLIL era? This is one reason that working together, in 
teams, and collaborating with one another has been common a response 
to overcoming the particular obstacle of lack of proper teacher-training 
programs (Conn, 2010; Leavitt, 2006).
Yet, on another note, teacher-training programs attempting to cater 
to the needs of CLIL approaches are often insufficient (Hillyard, 2011; La-
sagabaster & Ruiz de Zarobe, 2010; Pistorio, 2009) due to quantity and com-
plexity of the variables that affect CLIL programs. For example, amongst 
the variable that need to be considered when planning a teacher-training 
program are context, evaluation of both language and content, type of ed-
ucational institutional (preschool, primary, secondary or even higher ed-
ucation), hours, model or type of program, language used, metacognitive 
strategies, or even the teacher’s prior experience (Dario Luis Banegas, 2012; 
Dalton-Puffer, 2011; Hillyard, 2011; McDougald, 2009). Moreover, Arnó-Macià 
and Mancho-Barés (2015) discuss the need to train “content lecturers” to 
develop graduates’ proficiency in English, once again increasing commu-
nicative competences needs.  Considering that CLIL is not easy to put into 
practice, it is key that “a strong collaboration among subject teachers and 
language teachers”(Biçaku, 2011, p. 4); this is partially because these types 
of classes can be most effective when there is a large range of activities. 
By working together, training both content and language teachers to col-
laborate in developing and implementing the most appropriate kinds of 
tasks for their learners, CLIL outcomes could be much more successful.
IN THIS ISSUE
This issue of the Latin American Journal of Content and Language Inte-
grated Learning includes papers that highlight a number of different pos-
sibilities about what can be done with CLIL implementation in countries 
such as Colombia, Spain, Iran and Italy. Arribas (2016) starts the issue in 
Spain by exploring students’ attitudes, motivation, and receptive vocab-
ulary, using two control groups to examine whether CLIL really makes a 
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difference in terms of vocabulary acquisition.  The results encourage re-
flection on what learners actually want and need in order for learning to 
take place.  Motivation is a key ingredient in any learning process, not just 
in CLIL environments.
Along the same lines, Corrales, Pabab Rey, Lourdes, and Escamilla 
(2016) conducted a case study on perceptions amongst students, teachers 
and administrators about using English as a medium of instruction (EMI) at 
a private university in Colombia. Questions were raised as to why EMI was 
being introduced at this particular university, and the authors suggested 
that implementation of EMI could benefit by adding elements of the CLIL 
approach to support learning, since students reported having problems un-
derstanding the taught concepts in English. Furthermore, CLIL could help 
them—both teachers and students—establish connections between inter-
national and intercultural competences, all the while providing teachers 
with a purpose for using content and language in the classroom.
Evaluation and assessment are areas that institutions often ignore 
when trying to implement a CLIL model.  Continuous evaluation and as-
sessment in a CLIL class is a must and fundamental for observing prog-
ress in both content and language. Leal (2016) focused her study on test 
development with a CLIL focus, in which she used several control groups 
to determine the effectiveness of both content and language learning in a 
natural sciences class in a primary school in Colombia. Through a system-
atic examination of test items, in which formal item analysis was used to 
depict test validity, Leal found that the assessment grid used in the study, 
which integrated key elements such as content, knowledge levels, CALP 
functions and cognitive skills, was an essential aid to measuring the state 
of the learning process, especially with regards to the foreign language. 
The assessment grid helped practitioners discriminate language and con-
tent achievement, while also aiding the subject teacher in understanding 
language demands as well as levels of difficulty of content-oriented tasks. 
Such a grid could prove useful for school administrators and decision mak-
ers by helping guide and evaluate the implementation process within dif-
ferent subject areas.
Along with assessment, foreign languages standards are also crit-
ical when looking at an institution as a whole, especially when dealing 
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with the implementation of programs and/or educational models. Castil-
lo and Pineda-Puerta (2016) introduce the term illusio in regard to foreign 
language standards, in which many believe that foreign language poli-
cies/standards exist when in fact they may not.  This concept has seldom 
been explored at public institutions in Colombia, leaving a certain degree 
of doubt about the extent to which any such language policies may be a 
reality.  The preliminary results from this small-scale study suggests that 
well-intended national policy goals have not been realized because some 
institutions invest neither in their staff (teachers, administrators) nor in the 
resources necessary to meet the demands, requirements, and objectives estab-
lished by the Colombian Ministry of Education’s Bilingual Program success-
fully. Nevertheless, the article provides good evidence that, with continued 
program evaluation and needs analysis, both critical elements, institutions 
could improve the quality of policy implementations and be able to make 
more informed program decisions.
Materials development has always been at the forefront of conver-
sations on CLIL, especially with regards to the use of authentic and/or 
genuine materials in the CLIL classroom. We all agree that CLIL is context 
orientated, making it impossible at times to find the “right material” for a 
lesson, let alone materials that also provide culturally enriching elements 
to further promote the teaching and learning process. Zhyrun’s (2016) pi-
lot study focused on an innovative approach to adapting YouTube mate-
rials so as to include contextualized cultural elements, in which language 
is adjusted, thereby making it easier for students to understand the lan-
guage used in the videos. The newly adapted videos included information 
related to students’ lives, on which positive emotions and feelings were ex-
pressed.  This pilot study used CLIL videos to help bridge the gap between 
the concepts studied, including the local culture, making learning much 
more meaningful and enjoyable for students, thereby increasing the op-
portunities for learning to take place.
Ghaedrahmat, Alavi Nia, and Biria (2016) present a pragmatic study 
on speech acts—more specifically, the speech act of “thanking”—to exam-
ine the extent to which EFL learners could improve their pragmatic aware-
ness.  Pragmatic transfer takes place when there is a difference in how a 
language is used as a result of L1 norms and culture, which in turn affect 
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the way the L2 is used. In this study, the differences between Persian (L1) 
and English (L2) were quite important, since different cultural norms 
associated with the two languages make a difference in expressing the 
language effectively; just because learners may be linguistically com-
petent, this does not guarantee that they will be pragmatically compe-
tent.  Studies as this one lead to further discussion about how culture can 
play an important role in assimilating content within a CLIL approach. 
This paper contributes to debate in which scholars such as Dalton-Puffer 
(2006, 2007, 2011)and Maillat (2010) have also looked closely at how dis-
course analysis and pragmatics relate to CLIL, so that the teaching and 
learning processes can be more meaningful for learners.
This issue also includes a general look at the long process of bring-
ing CLIL into the mainstream of education in Italy, as Cinganotto (2016) 
describes some of the most important steps in this process, along with 
relevant implications for policymakers, teachers, and students elsewhere. 
Italy’s steps towards implementing CLIL in mainstream education, which 
date back to the 1990s, provided clear examples of how policies have been 
put into place, as well as the innovation and creativity needed in terms 
of implementation. Of particular note is the planning of teacher-training 
programs aimed at fulfilling a purpose-designed CLIL teacher profile that 
makes it clear to all those involved what skills teachers are expected to 
have. Cinganotto also considers in greater depth the process of CLIL imple-
mentation in an upper secondary school setting, discussing insights, best 
practices and opportunities relevant to future CLIL endeavors.
CONCLUSION
In conclusion, there are many factors to be considered and, indeed, ex-
plored when considering how to implement CLIL—whether partially, ful-
ly, or even not at all. Even the numerous issues addressed by the authors 
of the articles in the present issue of the Latin American Journal of Con-
tent and Language Integrated Learning represent only a mere fraction of 
what is actually going on throughout Latin America, Europe, and else-
where.  CLIL stakeholders have an obligation to the educational communi-
ty to learn from what has been done, clearly map out the reasons for why 
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CLIL would be an option in a particular instance, and to set up provisions 
for short, medium, and long-term teacher training. The “CLIL teacher pro-
file” is quite different than what we are perhaps accustomed to, requiring 
more collaboration, teamwork, and comprehension. This editorial can, of 
course, by no means offer a simple solution to CLIL implementation, but it 
does extend an invitation to expand the debate in terms of experimental 
CLIL programs, the skills needed by subject content teachers, and how to 
address the lack of CLIL teacher-training programs.
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